ABSTRACT
Introduction
. Living a spiritual life is very much similar to a journey taken by a traveler, especially that of a mountain climber. A journey starts from one point and ends at another; in a spiritual journey one goes from the "lower" self to the "higher" self, although there is only the Self. To ascend the mountain and reach the peak is one of the main objectives of living a spiritual life. There is no highway to enlightenment. The journey takes time; it requires tremendous sacrifices and hardship; sometimes a guide is necessary; it demands discipline, faith, and dedication. To live ethically is the "art of conducting oneself in the lower region." Occasional stopping and enjoying of the scenery is possible; but the goal is clear: To reach the mountaintop, to taste and experience the Truth. The teachers are the guides and the maps are the scriptures and the wisdom teachings; the task is to study the map and begin the climb. The teachers only point the way [2] . In his book, Dimensions of the Sacred, the scholar of world religions, Ninian Smart [3] lists seven important dimensions of religions as: 1) the ritual or the practical dimension; 2) the doctrinal or philosophical; 3) the mythic or narrative; 4) the experiential or emotional; 5) the ethical or legal; 6) the organizational or social; and 7) the material or artistic. In this essay the focus will be on the mythic or the narrative aspect and an attempt is made to show that stories have been used in most spiritual traditions to teach not only about myths but also about ethics.
There are many ways to characterize different religions; any given religion has different elements. Two points need to be emphasized. First: any religion provides (or should provide) a guideline, a map, for what one needs to do, what one needs to avoid, etc. Second: any religion provides (or should provide) guidelines for how one needs to react to external and internal variations. In other words, the test of suitability of a religion for an individual, in addition to the first point, where certain social guidelines are updated, is the second point, namely, how well the individual is capable of using this religion to react, to respond, and to interact with the external (and internal) circumstances. Religion in its wholeness connects the individual to the Source-that which one has been separated from, whether it is called God, the Truth, the Unnamable… According to many scholars, religion is what makes the person whole. Lama Govinda [4] Religious ethics, unlike secular or humanistic ethics, is part of a bigger system; it is part of the religion which it originates from. Granting that certain aspects of all religions are historical, i.e., time and culture-bound, each religion contains a general code of ethics [5] . Though philosophers have different ways of classifying various types of ethics, such as deontologist, consequentialist ethics, or virtue ethics [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] . In this brief essay the position is taken that associated with each religion, there is a body of teaching which can be called the ethics of that religion; it is not to be extracted or separated from that religion. To the question "What is ethics?" Singer [12] gives a general and comprehensive answer that can also be used here:
"The word itself is sometimes used to refer to the set of rules, principles, or ways of thinking that guide, or claim authority to guide, the actions of a particular group; and sometimes it stands for the systematic study of reasoning about how we ought to act… But "ethics" and "morality" have their roots in a word for "customs", the former being a derivative of the Greek term from which we get "ethos", and the latter from the Latin root that gives us "mores", a word still used sometimes to describe the customs of a people."
There are those who say that one can be spiritual without being ethical, and there are those who say that unless one is able to lead an ethical life, no genuine spirituality is possible. Buddhism, similar to other religions has to respond to the issues of "conveniency", "efficiency", and "expediency" in the contemporary world. Buddhism, similar to other religions, has certain aspects of its teaching that can be categorized or named as "Buddhist Ethics," though perhaps it is more appropriate to talk of a Buddhist living a virtuous (ethical) life. Buddhist ethics can be called the "Ethics of Intention", the "Ethics of Consequences," the "Raft Ethics," a "Non-violent Ethics," the "Ethics of Interconnectedness," or…. Among certain groups the "Raft Ethics" is very popular. In this approach, the simile given by the Buddha (in the collection of discourses named the Majjhima Nikaya), where he uses the analogy that SILA (virtues, ethics) is similar to a raft for crossing the river, where the other shore is Nirvana. Accordingly, the person who has reached the other shore, i.e., an enlightened being, will not carry the raft on his or her back. Of course it goes without saying that the Buddha was referring to those who were already enlightened and had reached the other shore; for one who is still crossing the river of life, getting rid of the raft will only result in one's drowning. Spirituality plays different roles at different times. Sometimes, one needs to comfort oneself and others about an unwanted situation. Sometimes one needs to be quiet and hope or pray. Sometimes one needs to address and challenge the injustices. While religion may conform to the laws of a society, spirituality can question those laws and the institutions enforcing those laws. In most spiritual traditions, frequent periods of retreat from the worldly activities are recommended, and in fact have become necessary. The two ultimate questions, namely 1) who we are, and 2) what we ought to do, are existential questions which one needs to struggle with and delve into, and while one is busy doing the same things and repeating the same activities, it would be very difficult to think of these two questions with any sense of continuity and depth.
In this essay, a few stories from the Buddhist tradition are selected to convey a sense of Buddhist ethics. This is not to say that these few stories capture the whole of Buddhist ethics; for comprehensive analysis of this issue see [14] [15] [16] [17] . Furthermore, it is assumed that similar stories can be found in most other traditions, and therefore the same technique, i.e., using stories to teach ethics, can be used in other religions as well. The universalities of these stories provide a means to teach ethics in a multicultural context. In the next section, a brief overview of the teachings of the Buddha is provided, followed by a few stories pointing to certain aspects of the Buddhist ethics. The final section attempts to relate ethics to self-realization.
The Basic Teachings of the Buddha
If one looks at Buddhism as a school of philosophy rather than a way of living, then it is possible to look at its various elements such as epistemology, ontology, metaphysics, ethics, etc. [18] [19] [20] [21] [22] [23] [24] [25] [26] [27] [28] . To translate some of these into everyday discourse entails studying questions such as How do we know?, What do we know?, What should we do? etc. In this essay the concern is with the last of these questions.
The Noble Eightfold Path of Buddhism, which leads to the extinction of DUKKHA (the unsatisfactory nature of existence), consists of the following steps:
Perhaps a better way of representing these steps, avoiding a possible misunderstanding implying a hierar-chical or sequential structure, is to represent them in a circular manner. These eight steps are often represented or organized into three groups. In the first group, SILA (ethics, virtues) the three elements of Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood are put together. In the second group, SAMADHI (concentration, meditation), the three elements of Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration are contained. In the third group, PRAJNA, the two elements of Right Understanding and Right Thought are grouped together. With a circular representation, one can see that each group affects the other two groups and is also affected by them.
The concern in this essay is with SILA (Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood). The word "Right" needs to be explained. While, the Pali word SAMMA is translated into English as "Right," it should be recognized that it is not the opposite of "Wrong," or "Bad." Lama Govinda [29] explains: "Samma (Skt. Samyak) means what is perfect or entire, that is, neither split nor one-sided; something, in fact, that is fully adequate to every level of consciousness." A Zen teacher, Albert Low [23] says: "The word 'right' does not mean right according to some perfect model or set of rules. Rather, it means without distortion brought about by the craving to be separate. Right mindfulness and right concentration, for example, establish a steady and clear mind, which is the foundation for an ethical and spiritual life." The traditional teachings of the Buddhist ethics are given in various SUTRAS (discourses) and books. For example, with regard to Right Speech, the Buddha said: [30] And Right Livelihood is elaborated upon in different books and SUTRAS, for example [31] : "When the noble disciple, avoiding a wrong way of living, gets his livelihood by a right way of living, this is called Right Livelihood." In the Majjhima Nikaya [32] discourse No. 117, it is said: "To practice deceit, treachery, soothsaying, trickery, usury: this is wrong livelihood." And in the Anguttara Nikaya [30] , it is said: "Five trades should be avoided by a disciple: trading in arms, in living beings, in flesh, in intoxicating drinks, and in poison." Included are the professions of a soldier, a fisherman, a hunter, etc.
What has been presented here in this section is really a very brief overview of the Buddha's teaching on ethics. More details can be found in [14, 15, 17] . In the next section, a few stories are taken mostly from the Zen Buddhist tradition to convey some of the essential ethical issues as presented in the Buddhist tradition.
The Stories
Stories have been used in many cultures throughout the ages not only to tell the story of a people, but also to point out to subtleties of life, to the intricacies of everyday dealings, often too dangerous or too sensitive to be mentioned in personal prose writings. Stories sometimes bring tears and sometimes laughter. Sometimes they present a sense of wonder and mystery. What may not be told in a logical and rational way, can be put in the form of a story. Stories are both means and ends. If they produce only tears and laughter, they are only a means for entertainment. On the other hand, if they point to a truth, then the stories themselves can become the ends. They are powerful tools for teaching, if used properly. Stories are at the heart of many spiritual traditions [33] [34] [35] . Stories need no introduction. They are in themselves the introduction, the content, and the conclusion. Stories have been used to teach, to point to a point, to emphasize e next story: something ... They have been passed down from generation to generation. Most of the stories dealing with spirituality and wisdom do not belong to a particular class or group of people. They have come to us from emanations of that Ultimate Wisdom. Just as paintings of Nature are at best reflections of the Nature in the mind of the artist, stories of Wisdom are reflections of that Ultimate Wisdom in the mind of the person, the teacher who is telling that story. While in many traditions, story-telling is an essential element, it is observed that the same idea appears in similar form in different traditions.
In the remainder of this section, five representative stories from the (Zen) Buddhist tradition are discussed. This story points to a general theme, namely the relationship between the Letter of the Law and the Spirit of the Law. Developing the wisdom to know when the Spirit supersedes the Law is a challenge to a spiritual traveler. As a Zen Master said: "Zen is above morality, but morality is not below Zen." That is, Zen transcends morality but does not exclude it. A person who transcends morality is one who knows himself, one who has realized his true self, i.e., one who is enlightened, the subject matter of the third story [26] :
"
When a rebel army swept into a town in Korea, all the monks of the Zen temple fled except the abbot. The general came into the temple and was annoyed that the abbot did not receive him with respect. 'Don't you know,' he shouted, 'that you are looking at a man who can run you through without blinking?'
'And you,' replied the abbot strongly, 'are looking at man who can be run through without blinking. ' The general stared at him, then made a bow and retired."
Only one who has realized his or her true nature can stand up and allow to be run through without blinking an eye. Only one who has tasted the Truth is capable of standing for Truth, Justice, Peace, Equality… This does not mean that one should wait until one is enlightened before one does anything helpful. It is the inner attitude of questioning and being humble that is of importance here. An enlightened (awaked or realized) being, similar to any other person, would encounter challenges and difficulties and it is the way in which he or she responds to the problems which reflects the degree of realization. Buddha told a parable [37] Buddhism stresses living in the present, here-and-now, and thus faces the ethics of the inevitably. This can be thought of as the receptive and accepting aspect of the Buddha's teaching: In certain situations in life, in the middle of here-and-now, there is not much one can do, except being mindfully present. To live fully, to suffer fully, and to die fully. One's life is an expression of who one is and what one stands for. When one is fully awake and present, one emits rays of clarity. The concepts of ignorance (darkness) and inner light are mentioned in the following story.
" This story [38] represents what could be called the "Lantern Ethics." The principles that one holds dear and the virtues that one aspires to have, give fuel to this lantern of enlightenment. This intense desire for understanding and realization is the candle that never burns out. For the candle to sustain the blows and the outside wind, a transparent protective cover is necessary. That shield is the ethics-the principles that one believes and holds unto. It can be seen that in the Buddhist tradition, based on these few stories, there is a relationship between ethics and awakening: how much one can live a wholeheartedly ethical life depends on how much one has become enlightened.
The Importance of Ethics in (Self) Realization and Concluding Remarks
In Buddhism, the two questions of "Who are we?" and "What must we do?" are connected through the element of Right Livelihood. In order to find out who we are, we need to have a profession which is "right," and in order to know what a "right" livelihood is for us, we have to know who we are. There is no universally accepted or prescribed catalogue listing all possible right livelihoods. The teachings of Buddha only provide the basic foundation where one can build upon. It is for each individual to constantly search and question one's livelihood. Unless and until one has had the experience of the Unity of Existence (Oneness, Nirvana), i.e., the feeling that "I" and "everything and everyone else" are transcendentally the same and connected, the path of enquiry will be full of perils and trials. As Socrates said [39, The Republic]: "We are discussing no small matter, but how we ought to live." On a spiritual path, oftentimes it is not possible to know with absolute certainty what is a right or a wrong action. This does not, however, mean that everything is relative. Every action will have many consequences; while taking the action might be relative, the consequences are real. As with most spiritual dilemmas there are no easy choices 1 . It is one thing to talk about or analyze various professions and categorize them accordingly as being "right," or "wrong," and it is another to judge people as "right" or "wrong" for having those professions. It is possible that a "good" father would be in a "bad" profession. The same act, depending on the circumstances and one's perception, could lead to different responses. What one may consider a right livelihood (for oneself), under different circumstances or at a different time and a different place may be considered a wrong livelihood. Whilst in the middle of a war, or living in a corrupt environment, one can still think and hope for peace, purity and good. Although it is difficult to generalize as to what constitutes "right livelihood," there are available guidelines. For example, Coomaraswamy [40] says: "...if there are any occupations that are not consistent with human dignity, or manufactures however profitable that are not of real goods, such occupations and manufactures must be abandoned by any society that has in view the dignity of all its members. It is only when measured in terms of dignity and not merely in terms of comfort that a 'standard of living' can properly be called 'high'". One can say that even though virtues may not be taught, virtues can be learned [41] . That is, as Aristotle said: "One becomes virtuous by performing virtues."
In Buddhism, the conception of the ideal, the ethical ideal, is one of happiness, perfection, realization, and liberation [42] , where happiness is the desire for all beings to be happy. But That is, real happiness is a happiness founded on an ethical life. One of the most distinctive aspects of Buddhist ethics, and in fact Buddhist philosophy, is that of "Interconnectedness" or the "Principle of Dependent Origination". This Principle implies that everything and everybeing is connected and related to every other thing and every other being; all beings inter-are or are interconnected throughout time and space, in a spiritual sense. The Buddha said [44] :
"When this is, that comes to be.
With the arising of this, that arises. When this is not, that does not come to be. With the cessation of this, that ceases."
It is this sense of connectedness which makes Buddhist approach to social issues such as peace, justice, equality different from the current trends of violent protests, name-calling, and finger-pointing [45] . One can infer from this Principle that for example, unless one has truly become a peaceful person, one cannot seek peace outside.
May we have the courage and the strength to become like the abbot who could be run through without blinking an eye.
May we acquire the mindfulness to remember and live the simple truths that even a three-year-old knows.
May we develop the compassion necessary to help others and relieve their suffering as the monk who carried the woman to the other side of the river.
May our love reach those whom we have classified as our enemies, starting with one's self.
And may we learn that inner wisdom which shines like the lantern that never goes out.
There are those who say that one can be spiritual without being religious. There are those who say spirituality begins where religion ends. There are those who say that only religious people, i.e., those who believe in a religion, can be spiritual. An analogy might be helpful. If one looks at a nut (walnut, almond, peanut, etc.), there is the shell, the seed, and the oil. The oil can be considered the essence: that which can be squeezed from the seed. But first the shell must be broken. The shell is the relative and the particular (dogmatic) aspects of the religion. The seed (spirituality) is that which will produce the oil: the truth within that religion (shell). If one just wants the oil without going through the process of breaking the shell, squeezing the seed, then this process of spiritual maturation is missed. There are no short cuts to the essence
